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The Place I Called Home
by Janet Flora
I'm not sure what I was looking for when I
drove up to the brick, two-family, semi-detached
house where I spent the first 20 years of my life in
the Kensington section of Brooklyn. The mystery
and the stakes grew when I found myself stand
ing on the porch about to ring the bell of the home
where I had not lived in more than 30 years. As I
ran my finger over the raised lettering of the new
tenants' names beneath the doorbell, I wondered
if we ever know what we hope to find when look
ing back.
When I left my Manhattan apartment, got in
the car on that sunny, early-summer day in June, I
was looking for something much more tangible —a
new kitchen faucet —from one of the large homeimprovement stores just on the other side of the
Brooklyn Battery Tunnel. Usually when I needed
something functional or unglam ourous for my
apartment. I drove to Queens or Jersey, until my
sister suggested that the Brooklyn megastore was
well-stocked and more convenient.
"And it’s close to the old neighborhood,” she
said on the phone that morning. "You could pass
the house.”
"Why would I want to do that?” 1 said, sur
prised at my own adversarial tone.
"For nostalgia, to see what’s changed or what's
stayed the same. It’s just a thought. There’s no need
to get testy.”
“Well, the store sounds great!” I said with
exaggerated enthusiasm, hoping to make up for
my harshness. “I think I'll go; thanks for the sug
gestion.”
I arrived before the store opened, and decided
to get some breakfast. Back in my car, I found
myself heading for the billboard-sized sign loom
ing like some giant flashcard that read Prospect
Express way —that strip of highway connecting the
Gowanus Expressway to Ocean Parkway and my
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old neighborhood—wondering about my reaction
to my sister’s suggestion. I got off at the familiar
Tenth Avenue exit, where years earlier I made my
way from home to the city, either as a child in
the back seat with my parents and sister and later
with friends who could drive, and still later when
I had my own driver’s license. The whole idea of
time seemed to blur. Could this route really seem
so familiar when I had not taken it in almost three
decades?
Back then, trips to the city meant experiencing
the original, or getting the best that was not avail
able in Brooklyn. Like when my parents would take
my sister and me to the Christmas Show at Radio
City, where the Rockettes kicked up their legs to
their ears, and I was sure I wanted to be a Rockette
when I grew up. Or later, when I drove across the
bridge on my own to Vidal Sassoon’s, where I got
my hair cut into a one-eyed jack, a fashionably lop
sided haircut that left my hair bobbed on one side
and in a pixie on the other. Or to buy makeup from
Mary Quant so I could make thick lines around my
eyes with black kohl. Or when I went to the Electric
Circus to dance in the strobe of psychedelic lights,
or to hear Richie Havens at the old Fillmore East
in the center of the East Village.
Not long after my own exploratory excursions
to Manhattan, I found my first apartment in the
East Village and moved there with a roommate.
Thirty years, one husband, and several apartments
later, I own a co-op and still live in the East Vil
lage—which is closer in proximity to my childhood
home than most places I travel to on a daily basis
within New York City, like the Upper West Side.
So now as I turned right, off the exit ramp and
onto Tenth Avenue, I wondered why in all these
years, I never went back to Brooklyn. There was
the obvious —no one left to visit. But maybe there
was a reason that had to do with moving on and
beyond the parameters of a borough and neigh-
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borhood. Did the staying away have something to
do with protecting my feelings of distance? Did I
need a psychic separation from the place that never
measured up to the real thing just across the river?
Or was there something just too uncomfortable
about looking back?
As I drove parallel to Greenwood Cemetery, I
thought of making a visit to the place where my
parents and grandparents are buried. But that was
something I never did even in the years immedi
ately following their deaths. Not because I didn’t
miss them or think about them, but like my parents
before me, I had found other ways of honoring the
memory of the deceased. W hether it was lighting
a candle on the anniversary of their death or birth,
reading old letters and greeting cards, or wearing
a piece of jewelry that had been handed down
through the generations.
There was that time when I passed the house
over ten years ago, when my mother died in 1992.
But I did not really see the house that day. We
drove by in the funeral procession not because this
was where we lived as a family, but because this
was also the house where my mother grew up. As
I sat wedged between my father and sister in the
back of the black towncar that followed the hearse
containing her remains and looked out the tinted
window, my vision blurred with tears, I imagined
my mother as she was in those faded black and
white photos we would look at again and again as
kids. The group shot taken in front of the house.
Mom standing in-between Nana and Grandpa with
her two younger brothers in front of her and her
little sister in Nana’s arms. Another of Mom, at 18,
sitting on the steps to the house with her dog Duke
at her feet, dressed in her jodhpurs and riding boots
after returning from the stables at Prospect Park,
where she rode a horse down Ocean Parkway when
a bridle path extended down to Brighton Beach.
The bridle path has long been paved over.
I wondered how many times the concrete steps
I now stood on had been paved and repaired. And
1 wondered about the girl in those photos who
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became a teenager, who became a woman, who
became my mom. And if, when we return to the
place we called home, we hope to find some secrets,
or the answers to some mystery that remain in the
bricks and the mortar of the places that stand long
after we are gone.
Looking around me as if I had dropped some
thing, I realized the dimensions of the porch could
not have been more than 8 ’ x 10’ —it was more
of a stoop than a porch. Where did we all sit on
this small landing of cem ent—my mother, father,
sister, Nana, Grandpa, and I? How could it have
seemed so big? Sure, I was much smaller then,
but upon returing, I felt smaller still. The whole
idea of memory made me feel lightheaded, almost
dreamlike.
When I did move to the city, this house was
still the place I called home, even after Nana and
Grandpa died. And even after Mom and Dad retired
and bought a place in Florida, they kept the house
and would return to Brooklyn for the summers
and holidays. So there was no final goodbye, and
I couldn’t even remember what year the house was
sold. It was just like a slow fade in a movie. O c
casionally on these visits, I would see a childhood
friend who was back visiting too, or one who still
lived with her parents. But it was never more than
a quick hello; after all, I thought I had nothing in
common with those who stayed behind. On one
visit, when I was about 20,1 did listen with a bit of
interest when my father told me that my childhood
playmate Dorothy Montella had moved to Florida.
“That’s nice,’’ I said, but I thought: Florida is just
the suburbs in the sun, suitable for retirees and
sun worshipers, and what was that compared to
the majesty o f Manhattan?
Now I stood facing what seemed to be the origi
nal mahogany door at the entrance to the house. Its
beauty surprised me, as if I were seeing it for the
first time; the way the grain seemed to make verti
cal lines in a deeper shade of reddish-brown and
how the glass pane sat recessed in the top half of
the door, as if done by a master framer. Looking at
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my reflection in the glass, I was surprised to see the
middle-aged woman with auburn, chin-length hair
who stared back at me. Was I expecting a younger
version of myself? And which version would that
be? The little blonde girl with braids, or that young
woman with the one-eyed jack? Touching the
brass doorknob. I wondered if each time we saw
something, a place, or a person that had become
routinely familiar, would we look at it differently
if we knew it would be the last time we saw it?
Would we memorize details or celebrate in some
way? So that last time I saw the house—whenever
that was —turned out not to be the last time, there
was this moment and it seemed I needed to do
something special with it. I was just not sure what
that should be.
I returned to tracing the raised print of the
names beneath the doorbell with my index finger,
like a blind person reading Braille, and then glanc
ing at my watch. I saw it was only 9:30 a.m., too
early to ring anyone’s bell, let alone someone I did
not even know.
I made my way back down the steps of the
stoop and stood on the sidewalk, looking left and
then right, trying to decide which way to walk. I
had already driven down most of the street until I
had gotten to the house, so now I turned right to the
houses that 1 had not seen from the car. Two doors
down was one of the few detached houses on the
street. Mr. and Mrs. D ’Amico lived there; they had
no children, but seemed to genuinely enjoy the kids
that lived on the block. We all knew we would get
the best treats from the D'Amicos at Halloween.
In their yard, they had a vegetable garden and
grew basil among tomatoes and zucchini. When
my mother made sauce, she would sometimes
send me to their house to get a bunch of basil. I
could still imagine Mrs. D'Amico (whom I never
remember seeing without an apron) clapping her
hands high in the air, and then resting them clasped
at her breast, as if in prayer. She would shout out to
her husband, “Carmine, look who came to visit.”
Sometimes they would both come into the garden

and let me pick the basil leaves off the plant myself.
And once, Mrs. D ’Amico showed me the tiny seeds
she planted that made the tomatoes, and when I
became incredulous that these little brown seeds
would turn into tomatoes, she’d throw her head
back and laugh. Mrs. D ’Amico, who then seemed
to me to be so old, was probably 10 years younger
than I was in that moment that I stared up at the
house from the street.
Then I passed the Zuckerman house and re
membered Arthur, one of the few Jewish boys on
the block who wore a yarmulke. When my mother
found out that Dorothy and I made fun of it, she
told me that it was a sin and it would be like making
fun of the little cap the altar boys wore on Sunday.
I didn't make fun of his yarmulke again. Every time
since, when I see someone with a yarmulke, I think
of Arthur and what my mother said.
Now I stood before Dorothy M ontella’s house.
The steps of the porch looked freshly-painted in
a crimson shade of red. A small garden in front of
the house was filled with rhododendrons and irises,
and shutters in the same shade of red as the steps
framed the windows. As I looked up the driveway
I saw a man, probably in his early 50s, tugging on
a nozzle hose, and walking toward the garden with
the hose pointed at me.
“You’re not going to spray me with that thing,
are you?” I asked.
He laughed. “Only if you get too close to the
rodos.”
“You know,” 1 said, “1 grew up on this block
and 1 haven't been back in thirty years. I was won
dering how long you have lived here?”
“Eight years,” he said.
“Oh, I guess you wouldn’t know the Montellas;
they were the owners back then. My best friend
Dorothy lived here.”
“ I'm married to Dorothy,” he said. He kept
looking at me, and all of a sudden, 1 couldn't think
of anything else to say, or I could, but didn't know
where to start. Finally he said, “My name is Pat,
by the way. Pat Latanza.”
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“Oh, of course. I ’m sorry, I ’m Janet Flora.”
“Would you like me to tell Dorothy you’re
here? I think she is just getting out of the shower.
Why don’t you come into the backyard?”
I think I heard myself thanking him as I fol
lowed. As Pat disappeared into the house, I looked
around, still expecting to see the three-foot above
ground pool that Dorothy and I would play in until
our skin was shriveled like old women. I thought
about the two of us: she with her olive skin and
dark, brown hair cut in a little pixie, and me with
my blonde braids. In the summer her skin would
get a shade of deep bronze. We would stretch out
our little arms straight out, as if we were getting
ready to do karate, and line them up side by side,
touching, so we could compare our skin tones.
Inevitably my skin would only be a deep shade of
pink. She'd call me whitey and she’d laugh saying,
“ You'll never catch up. you'll always be a whitey.”
Eventually I ’d have to admit that it was true.
Now I remembered the space between her front
teeth and how we would laugh at the way she could
make whatever she was drinking spring from be
tween her teeth like a miniature fountain.
The pool had been replaced by a dove-gray
wooden deck, decorated with lounge chairs, and
a glass table with six chairs and an umbrella. I sat
down on the steps of the deck and looked at the
neighboring yards, trying to remember who had
lived there.
I heard her voice before I saw her, and it sound
ed so familiar, but not immediately recognizable,
like hearing the first bars of a favorite old song not
heard in a long while.
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“Janet,” she said, “is that really you?”
Turning around, I realized I was holding my
breath, and in that moment, I could see only a
shadow of her slim five-foot six-inch frame from
behind the screen door as it slid open on its roll
ers. I thought of her mother coming out to serve
us milk and cookies when we had taken a break
from the pool.
Dorothy’s hair was short, not in a pixie, but
pushed back behind her ears and parted on the side,
with an elegant sweep of silver-gray bangs that
covered most of her forehead. She was wearing
navy sweat pants and a white tee shirt. Her olive
skin, even now, looked smooth and that familiar
shade of bronzed tan.
At first, I thought this is like seeing a ghost—
but then I thought, no —this feels more like a peek
into some future from some past.
Neither of us said anything else, but we hugged
and I noticed that I was still the shorter one, by
about the same two inches. When we broke the
embrace, I looked closely at my old friend and I
saw the folds of skin on her eyelids and the creases
at the outer corners from years of laughing. And I
thought she looked great for 51; we both did. But
then who could say what 51 looks like, particularly
someone who is 51? When she smiled, there was
that space between her front teeth.
“Can you still make whatever you drink come
through your teeth like a fountain?” We laughed
and hugged some more. And then sitting down in
the chairs at the glass table, I said, “ How do we
catch up on thirty years?”
She nodded and then shook her head from
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side to side. It was a perfect combination of yes
and no.
Pat came back outside to say he was leaving.
He shook my hand and told me he hoped we would
meet again.
Dorothy and I gave each other the Cliffs Notes
version of our lives. 1 told her I had been divorced
for 20 years, never had children, didn’t remarry,
and still worked teaching and writing. We ex 
changed lots of facts about when our parents died,
what our siblings were doing, and where some of
the kids we grew up with had ended up. She told
me that she returned from Florida eight years ago
when her father died, to help look after her mother,
who died only a few months later. Pat would be
retiring in three years from the airlines, but they
had no plans to go back to Florida. She worked at
a local salon as an esthetician.
“ I was never happy in Florida.” she said. “ I
missed Brooklyn, I don't want to leave again. 1
don’t want to leave this house. Like your mother,
my grandmother raised my mother here too. I'm
third generation in this house,” she said, looking
around with pride as she touched the banister of
the deck proprietarily. Then looking at me she said.
“Like you would have been if you stayed.”
We stared at each other for a moment and 1nod
ded, acknowledging her observation, but stunned
that she said this as if I’d lost an opportunity or
overlooked some treasure.
“You know,” she continued, “sometimes that’s
the one reason that I'm sorry I never had kids.
There’s no one to really give the house to. Of
course, there are Pat's kids. But they wouldn't —
couldn’t —feel the same way about it.”

And in that moment I realized that I saw some
thing differently about staying; I never knew it was
a choice or an opportunity. I always thought home
was just the place where you got stuck.
“Oh,” she said, looking at her watch, “ it’s al
most ten-thirty, I have to be at work by eleven. I
wanted to give you a tour of the house,” she said,
standing up.
“I don’t want to hold you up. Next time,” I
said. But I didn’t really know if there would be a
next time. Time often has a way of getting in the
way of next times. So as we held on to each other,
I decided to celebrate this moment —even if it
didn't look much like a celebration —to memorize
as many details as I could: the feel of the wooden
deck beneath my feet, the way the sun hit the glass
of the table, and the smooth, buttery texture of her
skin.
When I got back to my old house, I started up
the stairs again, then turned and walked back down
and got in my car. Looking up at the house from the
car, I realized I did not need to go in: because the
memories were in me, not inside the house.
Now driving back toward the Brooklyn Battery
Tunnel, I thought maybe the reason we go back to
a place —or don't go back —is not to see how the
place has changed, but rather to see how we have
changed.
Something in me did change when I left my old
home, but not what I’d always believed, and what
I thought was separated by the body of water sur
rounding Manhattan did not really seem to matter
all these years later.
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